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Cynthia Oswald
Design Pioneers | Walter Crane
August 16, 2018

Walter Crane, Creative Visionary of Design Careers

Last week I sewed curtains made from fabric I designed and uploaded to Spoonflower.com. That
wasn’t even possible ten years ago. Custom surface design has become an accessible part of our
modern-day culture. Likewise authors and illustrators can now easily self publish books through
Amazon’s Create Space or Blurb Books. The enhancement of technology has played a role in
expanding the possibilities in the art world and in creative jobs. However, there were a few key
players before the industrial revolution who helped lead us to where we are today.

It’s useful to breakdown the past to not only understand where we are today but where we are
heading in the future. In following my own influences and preferences I’ve stumbled across a
fascinating artist and designer from the 19th & 20th centuries—Walter Crane. Walter was a multifaceted designer, illustrator, and artist who embraced his many talents and explored creative
endeavors in multiple career paths—children’s book illustrator, poet, political cartoonist, surface
designer, fine artist, costume designer, and more. Taking a closer look into Walter’s life will help
us understand how his role in the communication design field was not only unique and multifaceted but sets him apart as a design pioneer.

Walter was born on August 14, 1845 in Liverpool, England. His father was Thomas Crane, a
miniature portrait artist, who lived and worked outside of London. Miniature portraits were
popular until the development of daguerreotypes and photography in the middle of the 19th
century. This career in miniature portraits provided for Thomas Crane and his family. This gave
Walter and his four siblings a foundation in the arts—essentially he grew up in a successful
creative family—which most likely influenced his own career path. Walter’s older brother,
named Thomas Crane after his father, worked professionally as an illustrator and art director. His
sister Lucy Crane was a noted writer and translator—also working in the field of books. She
collaborated with Walter on children’s books and delivered lectures on fine art in London. Three
of the five Crane children chose a creative path specifically in the publishing industry.

Walter’s younger years were spent studying art in his father’s studio. In 1857 his family moved
to London. Walter would have been around 12 years old. He explored the city and spent a lot of
time in the South Kensington Museum (now called the Victoria and Albert Museum) as well as
the British Museum. In his memoir he specifically wrote of his fondness for the South
Kensington Museum and the impact it had on his life long career path. (Crane, Walter p. 44).
Walter’s father had a book on the teachings of John Ruskin, which piqued Walter’s interest and
therefore he sought out and studied Ruskin’s large work titled Modern Painters.

Walter’s illustration career began after some of his illustrations for Tennyson’s poem “The Lady
of Shallot” were shown to John Ruskin and William James Linton. Ruskin was complimentary
about Walter’s work—specifically in regard to his use of color. Additionally William James
Linton was excited by the line work and composition of his pieces. Walter spent a lot of time

illustrating poetry that he enjoyed as a young adult. W. J. Linton, enthralled by Crane’s skill set,
offered Walter Crane an apprenticeship in his wood-engraving shop. Linton was considered at
the head of his craft at this time. Walter’s father, Thomas, accepted the offer on Walter’s behalf
in January 1859. It was a 3-year agreement that felt life changing at the time Walter signed and
sealed it at the ripe old age of 14. Seven months after the apprenticeship began, in July of 1859,
Walter’s father died suddenly leaving the family with little inheritance and completely
heartbroken. Thomas Sr. had been able to provide for his family through his career as a miniature
portrait artist but he hadn’t saved a lot when he died suddenly at the fairly young age of 51. After
his death Walter and his siblings were pursuing their career paths with a different set of
motives—to provide for themselves and their family members.

Walter was always practicing drawing animals—even before his apprenticeship. There were
always neighbors nearby with a slew of different animal subjects for Walter to observe and draw.
During his apprenticeship he was given the opportunity to spend a lot of time at the Zoological
Gardens with other students studying and sketching animals. The reason Linton had Crane
studying at the Zoological Gardens is because he would later incorporate his sketches into
Encyclopedia drawings. Walter Crane’s animal studies continued to influence and inform his
work throughout his lifetime. During his third and final year as an apprentice for Linton, Crane
was set to make a small salary. Much of his time in the apprenticeship was spent learning the
craft of wood engraving and new metal-plate printing techniques. Linton was also utilizing
Crane’s artistic skill set and publishing some of his work.

Pictured right:
Collaboration of Walter Crane,
W. J. Linton and John Wise

When the apprenticeship ended Walter had to learn to
market himself at the young age of 17. He began
using his network of contacts from the print shop as
well as the different people his father had introduced
him to in order to continue receiving commissions and
publishing his work. His first worthwhile commission
was for book illustrations that were to be etched by
Linton—for a book titled The New Forest by author
John Wise. Walter suspected that Linton
recommended him for the job. He gained recognition with this new work and in 1863 was
introduced to Edmund Evans who was a color-printing pioneer of the time.

Edmund Evans put Crane to work producing Yellow backs (referred to as mustard plasters)
during their first years working together. These inexpensive publications were popular at the
time and were sold at railway stations. Crane’s many years of practicing drawing animals
became highly useful during this time since many of the stories involved animals. As time went
on Evans and Crane worked together to produce 2-3 toy-books (or illustrated picture books) per
year. The toy-books appealed to children and featured large illustrations. These books became
very popular. The middle of the 19th century marked an important transition in picture books
marketed primarily for children. Illustrations became more prominent and text became

secondary. (Hunt, p. 674) Crane and Evans worked together through the remainder of Crane’s
career and into the early 1900s crafting books and stories that children loved.

Crane drew his style and composition inspiration from Japanese prints. A set of Japanese prints
was first introduced to Walter by a lieutenant in the Navy whom he met at a social gathering,
circa 1868. He carefully inspected the prints noting that “The treatment in definite black outline
and flat brilliant as well as delicate colours, vivid dramatic and decorative feeling struck me at
once, and I endeavoured to apply these methods to the modern fanciful and humorous subjects of
children’s toy-books and to the methods of wood engraving and machine-print.” (Crane, Walter,
p. 107) His wood engraving apprenticeship clearly gave him an understanding for technique and
therefore allowed him to apply these new attributes to his work in order to produce beautiful
prints. Essentially he was aware of the processes of color printing and he used that to his
advantage when creating new works. Around 1869-70 he began consistently applying this black
outline style and flat color treatment to many of his illustrations for toy-books.

This time period within Walter’s career marked the very early stages of the Golden Age of
Illustration. It is typically thought to have spanned from the latter part of the 1800’s until World
War I. The Golden Age of Illustration marked an amazing time in England, across Europe, and
in the United States for illustrators as the wood engraving and other printing processes allowed
illustrators to market and distribute their work in new ways and make it widely accessible like no
prior time in history. Walter Crane is often referred to as the patriarch of the Golden Age of
Illustration. A few notable illustrators who followed Walter Crane shortly after in the Golden
Age were Howard Pyle, Beatrix Potter, and Aubrey Beardsley, among many others. Crane’s

style is thought to have paved the way for illustrators of the time and may have influenced their
style—specifically the use of outlines and flat colors inspired by his first encounter with
Japanese prints.

Walter Crane, Plate 3 after page 3 in the book The Yellow Dwarf, c.1870, Color wood engraving,
27 x 23 cm, Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco

Crane was introduced to important artists of the time through social gatherings. During the late
1860’s he was first introduced to William Morris through a mutual friend at a dinner party.
Crane also remained connected with his fellow students from his apprenticeship. His illustration
business was booming and he was in love.

Walter met Mary Francis Andrews sometime around 1868 and fell in love very quickly. Soon
after their meeting she went traveling with her family for about a year. Following her return
Walter sought approval from Mary’s family in 1870 and soon after they became engaged.

Following the year of engagement they married and they took an extended stay in Italy. Walter
kept a detailed journal of his travels in Italy and was able to work on commissioned pieces
during this time. The Italian Renaissance inspired him since his early years of studying artwork
at the British Museum and the South Kensington Museum. Now however, he was able to take
direct inspiration from the original artwork seen on his travels.

Walter Crane, The Renaissance of Venus, 1877, Tempera on canvas, 138,4 x 184,1 cm, Tate Modern, London

Upon returning from Italy, Walter and his wife settled in Shepherd’s Bush within Greater
London in 1873. While he was away in Italy some of his published sixpenny books were bound
together and rerun in a collection titled Walter Crane’s Picture Book that was reproduced
inexpensively and quickly became popular. Walter wasn’t able to directly benefit monetarily
from this collection as the publishers used work they already owned to create the compilation.
However, the popularity the book achieved helped to gain him new commissioned works and his
next years as an illustrator, decorative, and fine artist were thriving. His family was also

growing. During this time Walter and Mary expanded their family by three children—Beatrice,
Lionel, and Lancelot. (Banerjee, Jacqueline)

In 1875 Walter designed his first wallpaper commissioned by Jeffrey & Co., the same company
that produced all of William Morris’s wallpapers. They were specifically interested in nurserythemed wallpaper—most likely inspired by Walter’s famous children’s book illustrations. The
wallpaper series was a group of illustrated nursery rhymes. It was a huge success and solidified
his career in household décor design. As time went on he expanded outside the nursery-rhyme
themes and created more ornamental patterns. His success as an ornamental wallpaper designer
was evident in the commissions he achieved. He was commissioned to create a piece for the
Chicago World’s Fair circa 1890.

Left to right:
Walter Crane, Macaw, circa 1908, wallpaper made by Jeffrey & Co.
Walter Crane, Swan Rush and Iris, wallpaper design
Walter Crane, Cackatoo and Pomegranate, 1899, Colour woodblock print on paper, Victoria & Albert Museum,
London

Socially Walter and his wife Mary were friends with couples like Mr. and Mrs. Sotheby, Mr. and
Mrs. Morris, Mr. and Mrs. Burne-Jones—a circle of friends with influence and stature in the art
world during the late 1800s. The Cranes were known for hosting many costume parties.
Anthony, his grandson, recorded a book about his grandfather that included memories of their
costume parties, “Socially my grandfather was a charming companion; he liked making people
happy and loved dancing and dressing up. He was ready to devote as much effort, or effortless
skill, to designing fancy-dress costumes for himself and his family as he put into his unsuccessful
submissions to the Royal Academy.” He also went on to explain, “His keen and exceptional
sense of humor, his kindness and his good nature come out only in sketches which were his form
of diary.” (Crane, Anthony, 101)

Walter submitted fine art to the Royal Academy only to be rejected in the early years of his
career. This may have led to his involvement in founding the Arts and Crafts Exhibition Society
which was formed in London in 1887 to promote decorative and fine arts. This Society
historically holds an important role in the expansion of the British Arts and Crafts Movement.
Walter was the founding president of the Arts and Crafts Exhibition Society for the first three
years. He wrote specifically of their mission as follows:
We desired first of all to give opportunity to the designer and craftsman to exhibit their
work to the public for its artistic interest and thus to assert the claims of decorative art
and handicraft to attention equally with the painter of easel pictures, hitherto almost
exclusively associated with the term art in the public mind.

Ignoring the artificial distinction between Fine and Decorative art, we felt that the real
distinction was what we conceived to be between good and bad art, or false and true taste
and methods in handicraft, considering it of little value to endeavor to classify art
according to its commercial value or social importance, while everything depended upon
the spirit as well as the skill and fidelity with which the conception was expressed, in
whatever material, seeing that a worker earned the title of artist by the sympathy with and
treatment of his material, by due recognition of its capacity, and its natural limitations, as
well as of the relation of the work to use and life. (Crane, Walter)

William Morris succeeded Crane in 1891 following Walter as president of the Society. Before
and during his involvement in the Arts and Crafts Society Walter held positions in a number of
prominent social artist societies. He was elected as a member of the Institute of Painters in Water
Colours in 1882. The Institute challenged the Royal Academy’s refusal to accept the medium of
watercolors as appropriate for serious art. This organization is still active today. Crane also was
involved with the Art Workers Guild—a foundation that promoted the unity of all the arts,
denying the distinction between fine art and applied art. He was an associate of the Royal
Watercolour Society in 1888. The society represented excellence for water-based media on
paper. Walter’s social involvement in the arts didn’t end there. He became the Director of Design
at the Manchester Municipal School in 1894. He joined the Reading College as Art Director in
1896. He also held the Principal position at the Royal College of Art in 1898. Walter was well
known within the art world—especially in the fine and decorative art worlds through his
extensive work in London during the end of the 19th century.

In 1892 the Cranes moved to Kensington, London. Walter’s fascination with animals was
evident in their collection of pets—which included dogs, cats, an alligator, an owl, a mongoose, a
jerboa, a golden pheasant, rabbits, guinea pigs, and a marmoset. Walter was often found working
with a red squirrel on his shoulder. (Crane, Anthony, 100) He was known to be eccentric in both
his personality and appearance. People described him as living a “Bohemian lifestyle.”
(Banjeree, Jacqueline) It’s a word that we hear today when describing a sense of personal style
or when referring to eclectic interior design. It first appeared in the English language during the
nineteenth century—during Crane’s lifetime—to describe socially unconventional lifestyles of
artistic individuals. One reason he may have been described in this way is due to his involvement
in both the Socialist movement and his involvement in the Artistic Dress Union.

Some of his most important work and perhaps his most all encompassing is the illustrations
Walter did for Spencer’s Faerie Queene—the longest poem in the English language. Although it
was done in only one color, the illustrations he produced for this three-year, three-volume
publication combined his skillsets into one piece. His ornamental and decorative motifs were
evident throughout. His undeniable skill in composition was seen in each of the 88 large
illustrations created to complete this piece. The 135 illustrative head and tailpieces displayed his
clear role as a designer—incorporating ornate drop caps as well as illustrations imbued with
typography. His appreciation for the Italian Renaissance and the English Gothic illuminated
manuscripts was apparent. Historians credit this piece with having the “first stirrings” of Art
Nouveau. (The Folio Society)

Walter Crane, Spencer’s Faerie Queene, 1895-1897, London G. Allen (entire work seen here:
https://archive.org/details/spensersfaeriequ01spenuoft)

In addition to Crane’s extensive work as a commercial artist, he also created cartoons referred to
as Cartoons for the Cause. He used his acclaimed status as a well-known children’s book
illustrator to gain an audience for the Socialist movement. He would have been considered part
of the “Ethical Socialism” group active at this time. They were concerned with the development
of individuals above economic and social reforms. They were advocates of allowing individuals
to exercise full control over their own daily lives. His friend and fellow commercial artist,
William Morris, was also part of the same socialist group.

Left to right:
Walter Crane, The Worker’s Maypole, 1894
Walter Crane, A Garland for May Day, 1895
Walter Crane, International Solidarity of Labour, 1896

Walter Crane was also the Vice President of the Healthy and Artistic Dress Union in 1890. They
were known for reforming women’s fashion away from the restrictions of Victorian-era corsets.
He felt that women should dress in whatever they felt comfortable based on their own selfexpressive desires. Specifically the Union, and Crane himself, were known to speak in support of
the idea of removing corsets from women’s fashion or creating alternate methods of dressing for
comfort. These ideas were integral to the reformation of women’s clothing towards the turn of
the century.

Walter Crane was among the first designers, along with others of the Arts and Crafts Movement,
to establish a lucrative business selling design products—books, home décor items, and much
more. Through his ventures he was at the forefront of designing logotypes and combining
lettering with text to represent brands in advertising. Essentially the work that Walter Crane was

a part of created a roadway for the design industry—surface design, book cover design,
advertising, illustration, poster design, branding, home décor, political cartoons, and much more.
His early career in printing, coupled with his love of fine art, gave him a unique perspective for
what was possible through combining decorative, fine art, illustration, and publishing. His
passion for Socialism exemplifies how one can use their artistic influence to make a change in
society. Walter’s work and influence was multi-faceted and he was a pioneer in many areas of
his career.

Counter Clockwise:
Socialist League header designed by Walter Crane, taken from ‘Chants for Socialists’ by William Morris
William Morris’ Socialist League membership card designed by Walter Crane
The Scottish Widows Fund, pictorial advertisement by Walter Crane

It’s safe to say that his influence stretches far beyond what we can trace. When I stumbled across
Walter Crane I was researching Italian designers of the early 1900’s in hopes of finding some of
Louise Fili’s inspiration for her font Montecatini. While I did find some Italian designers I
continued to trace them back and they led to Walter Crane. Looking at the spine on his Spencer’s
Faerie Queene you can see his direct influence on the typographic style in the early 20th century
throughout Italy and all of Europe. His illustrative work impacted printing processes and created
vibrancy unlike anything that was ever seen before. Along with his contemporaries—Randolph
Caldecott and Kate Greenaway—he paved the way for children’s book illustration at the turn of
the 20th century.

It’s difficult to single out his most important contribution to the design industry due to his varied
interests and artwork. It’s clear to see that Walter Crane helped establish the value of artists in
surface design, advertising, illustration, poster design, lettering design, branding, home décor,
political cartoons, and more. By doing so, Crane and other artists/designers/craftsmen of the Arts
and Crafts Movement, opened up the variety of career paths available to present day
professionals in the communication design field. Walter Crane appears to stand apart from other
illustrators in terms of the breadth of work he created for a variety of audiences—he was truly a
Renaissance designer. Crane saw no limits to his creative endeavors and because of this he
paved the way for multiple creative design careers including graphic design, pattern design, and
children’s book illustrations. His ability to see past the limits defined by society sets Walter
Crane apart as a design pioneer.
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